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F U N C T I O N S  
A N D  S Y M B O L I S M  
O F  THE B A R O Q U E  
ALTARPIECE 
THE ALTARPIECE CAN BE CONSIDERED THE EMBLEMATIC 
ART FORM IN THE CATALAN ART HISTORY OF THE MODERN 
AGE. UNFORTUNATELY, THE TERRIBLE DAMAGE TO OUR 
HERITAGE AS A RESULT OF THE DESTRUCTIVE EVENTS OF 
THE NINETEENTH AND TWENTIETH CENTURIES HAS 
OBSCURED THE FACT THAT THE PARISH CHURCHES, 
MONASTERIES AND CATHEDRALS OF OUR COUNTRY ONCE 
CONTAINED MANY ALTARPIECES DATING BACK TO THE 
PERIOD BETWEEN THE SIXTEENTH AND EIGHTEENTH 
CENTURIES. 
J O A N  B O S C H  1 B A L L B O N A  L E C T U R E R .  U N l V E R S I T Y  O F  L L E I D A  
O osep Pla, after contemplating the main altarpiece at Palafru- gell, the work -now lost- of Pau 
Costa, wrote in El Quadern Gris, "The 
impressive, defiant Churrigueresque 
altarpiece, bathed by the light of the 
candles and the four enormous chande- 
liers that hung from the ceiling, was 
astounding. It had been conceived as a 
great spectacle, but on the days when 
services were held it became more than 
that: the light clung to the sacred panels, 
blurring forms and figures, like an im- 
mense silver sheet, over which liquid 
gold ran thick and shiny, shimmering 
with light". 
The altarpiece can be considered the 
history of the modern age. Most of the 
work of painters and sculptors down 
through the centuries was intended to 
exalt these complex church ornaments. 
Chapter houses, church wardens, town 
halls, religious brotherhoods (Roser, 
Minerva, Purissima Sang, Immaculada, 
Dolors, Sant Nom de Jesús etc.), guilds, 
the canonry, rectors and the occasional 
powerful lay member of the fraternity 
spared no effort to keep artists at work 
on altarpieces towards the greater en- 
richment of hallowed ground and reli- 
gious worship. This generated much de- 
mand, considerably aided by the slow 
but steady application within Catalan 
dioceses of the spirituality and the reli- 
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by the Council of Trent, which sat until 
1563. 
Unfortunately, the terrible damage to 
our heritage as a result of the destruc- 
tive events of the nineteenth and twen- 
tieth centuries has obscured the fact 
that the parish churches, monasteries 
and cathedrals of our country were once 
crowded with altarpieces, many of them 
dating back to the period between the 
sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. To- 
day, al1 that remains is a tiny, almost 
insignificant representation. A glance at 
churches in the Roussillon -which, des- 
pite the official separation of states, still 
retained its links with the Principality 
throughout the seventeenth and eigh- 
teenth centuries- allows us today to 
imagine the original situation, with the 
massive presence during this period of 
devout art in al1 places of worship. 
The altarpiece stood behind the altar 
table, creating a raised vertical surface 
over the increasingly monumental sanc- 
tuary. They were arranged like enor- 
mous polyptychs -with either three or 
five panels and on two or three levels, 
not including the pediment- crammed 
with figurative nucleuses -images or 
scenes painted or carved on panels or in 
niches. Structurally, they consisted of 
complex pseudo-architectural frame- 
works based on a particular interpreta- 
tion of the classical orders (palm stems 
or human figures, columns or pilasters 
forming the vertical divisions, and en- 
tablatures, pediments and canopies for 
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the horizontal divisions), and of the 
proportions laid down in the treatise on 
architecture by the Italian, G. Barozzi 
da Vignola. The whole structure was 
painted and gilded and the wooden sur- 
face covered with a varied, fanciful de- 
coration in the form of carvings 
-plants, angels playing musical instru- 
ments, cherubim, etc. 
This was the very finest work offered by 
the sculpture workshops of Catalonia. 
They were executed by masters we can 
only describe as efficient, expert and 
occasionally real craftsmen in wood or 
alabaster, but who were in general alien 
to the intellectual concept of art fa- 
voured by their Italian counterparts. 
The manufacture of altarpieces caused 
a flurry of activity in the many work- 
shops which the increase in demand 
had caused to spread throughout the 
Principality. In al1 the larger cities this 
created fierce competition between the 
various workshops in the struggle to 
win over the religious markets. But the 
task of building an altarpiece also invol- 
ved master builders -for the pedestals 
and the mounting-, woodcarvers, car- 
penters and, in particular, painters for 
the gilding and finishing that gave the 
structure its final appearance. 
On many occasions the' local authori- 
ties' precarious budgets could only af- 
ford simple constructions executed by 
carpenters or humble sculptors, but in 
many other cases in which the financia1 
situation was more favourable, intense 
religious commitment or considerable 
pressure from the religious hierarchy 
permitted the construction of pieces 
both impressive and spectacular, mag- 
nificent wooden catechisms or sermons 
dripping with gold in honour of the 
saints and -increasingly- the Virgin 
and the mysteries of the Eucharist. 
Here we are discussing a period of altar- 
-piece building overflowing with auspi- 
cious occasions and famous names, but 
it was also an extremely prolific period 
for small-time craftsmen of less quality. 
A necessarily quick look (restricted to 
artists whose work can still be seen to- 
day) will serve to divide these two or 
more centuries of constant activity into 
three slowly evolving and not always 
distinguishable periods, punctuated 
with renovatory features that were very 
gradually added to our sculptors' tradi- 
tional language. 
The first period takes us from the last 
third of the sixteenth century to the 
years between 1670 and 1680. Here we 
find the remains of the Renaissance 
prose and of structures at the service of 
pious narration, expressed by means of 
numerous panels with relief carving. 
This work is linked to the expression of 
a utilitarian spiritualism, based on the 
traditional church calendar dating from 
the Middle Ages (patron saints, protec- 
tive saints ...), further enriched by the 
spread of the popular Roser cult. 
As far as the plastic arts were con- 
cerned, this period belies strong in- 
o -
u 
8 
ALTARPIECE OF MIRACLE DE RlNER [SOLSONES) 
fluence from imported Italian engrav- 
ings of the latter half of the sixteenth 
century, which merged to form a hybrid 
with the traditional creations produced 
by our craftsmen/artists. 
This was the period of the Burgundy 
master Claudi Perret (+1621) and his 
main altarpiece of Sant Joan in Perpi- 
nya and also of Agustí Pujo1 11 (+1628), 
the most refined Catalan sculptor of the 
modern age and responsible for the Ro- 
ser altarpiece in Barcelona Cathedral 
(1619), the Immaculada in Verdú 
(1623) and sections of the main altar- 
piece in Reus (1 626- 1628). These years 
also witnessed the emergence of highly 
active family enterprises -such as the 
extremely versatile Grau family from 
Manresa ( 1642) or the Tremulles family 
in Valls, Barcelona and Perpinya. The 
Graus take the credit for the Roser de 
Sant Pere Martir altarpiece in Manresa 
(1 642), the Cardona-Sogorb sepulchres 
in the Poblet monastery (c. 1659-1 67 1)  
and the altarpiece to the Immaculada in 
Tarragona Cathedral (1678). The Tre- 
mulles were responsible for the main 
altarpiece at Santes Creus (1647), the 
Roser de Tiana (1645) and the later 
altarpiece of the Immaculada de Sant 
Joan de Perpinya de Llatzer 11 Tremu- 
lles (1703). It was also a period of in- 
tense activity for the Generes family in 
Manresa, Perpinya and Vinca de Con- 
flent, the Vida1 family from Mallorca, 
who settled in Manresa and Vic, the 
Domknec Rovira family, etc. 
The second period, which at first re- 
veals the presence of the Solomonic or- 
der, lasted until 1730-1 740. The pieces 
executed during this period speak of a 
widespread acceptance and of the 
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spread of altarpiece designs and of the 
spirit of the Counter-reformation. The 
large structures that acted as narrative 
supports gradually give way to more 
fiery and declamatory altarpieces, de- 
signed with a view' to proclaiming a 
more speculative form of piety with 
more emphasis on the concept of salva- 
tion. They are reticles governed by an 
increasingly prominent central theme, 
generally dealing with the figure of 
Mary or the Eucharist (Mary the Imma- 
culate, Holy Sacrament, etc.) and often 
relegating the patron saint to a lesser 
level. They are altarpieces brimming over 
with glory and triumph as monuments 
to a church that has overcome the chal- 
lenge from the Protestant Reformation. 
The stylistic registers of that time were 
echoes of early Roman baroque, espe- 
cially of the work of G.L. Bernini, A. 
Algardi, F. Ducquesnoy or C. Maratti, 
which were known through religious 
illustrations. This is also the period so 
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charmingly summed up by the work 
preserved in the cathedrals of Girona 
and Barcelona -the work of Pau Costa 
(1672-1 727) and Joan Roig (+1697), 
among others- and in the parish 
churches of Roussillon -altarpieces 
manufactured by Josep Sunyer i Raurell 
and his brother Pau: the main altar- 
pieces of Prada de Conflent ( 1697-1 699), 
Colliure ( 1 698- 1 70 1)  and Roser de Vin- 
ca, for example. There is also the main 
altarpiece at Santa Maria d'Igualada, by 
Josep Sunyer i Raurell and Jacint More- 
tó (1  7 18-1 747), the main altarpiece at 
Arenys de Mar (1 706-1 71 1) or the altar- 
piece of the Roser de Sant Esteve d'O- 
lot, executed by Pau Costa in 1704. A 
period vibrant with the famous names 
of altarpiece craftsmanship and sculp- 
ture: F. Santacruz, A. Sala, Antoni and 
Maria Riera, Lluís Bonifac ... 
The third period brings us to the end of 
the eighteenth century, and here we 
may observe both the almost total dis- 
appearance of the old polyptych ar- 
rangement in favour of the traditional 
altarpiece and the increasingly common 
use of a larger canopy. Ornamental ro- 
coco systems were now becomig more 
popular, alongside aesthetic models de- 
rived from the French baroque classi- 
cism which had taken on a dominant 
artistic role within the Principality fol- 
lowing the War of Succession. During 
these years, there were three clear inter- 
pretations of sculpture and the execu- 
tion of altarpieces. One slightly more 
cultured and erudite line, more in touch 
with contemporary art, was followed by 
Pere Costa (1693-1761), the first Cata- 
lan academic at San Fernando, and the 
brothers Lluís and Francesc Bonifac i 
Massó. Other more conservative pro- 
jects enjoying a closer relationship with 
traditional sculpture and bearing the 
stamp of the baroque were favoured by 
the inventive and eccentric Carles Mo- 
retó i Brugaroles, creator of one of the 
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most spectacular and striking altar- 
pieces of the entire period -the Miracle 
de Riner (1 747-1758). Finally, a very 
late form of the traditional altarpiece 
craft is exemplified by Josep Pujol, a 
retardatory artist who has left us an 
icon among icons in the shape of the 
Capella dels Colls in the parish church 
of Sant Llorenc de Moninys (1773- 
1784). 
Our trajectory has come to an end and 
we must now draw our conclusions. 
First of al1 there is the growth, the 
strength, the frantic activity and the 
complex creative procedures of the car- 
pentry shops of the Principality, which 
brought to life one of the most exciting 
periods of the history of Catalan art in a 
complicated and eventful historical 
context. Secondly, it must be remem- 
bered that the manufacture and subse- 
quent use of such structures established 
a fertile network of spiritual, financial, 
social and work-derived relationships. 
Altarpieces are not mere symbols of our 
country's craftsmen with al1 their sa- 
voir-faire -they also represent the wish 
to beautify chapels, to give religious ins- 
truction and structure to the commu- 
nity or act as the visible proof of the 
authority of certain customers. Never- 
theless, the processes involved in the 
financing and administration of consid- 
erable economic resources dug deep 
into the coffers of the various commu- 
nities and corporations, at a time of 
great hardship. We must therefore con- 
clude that in any altarpiece, we are al- 
ways contemplating one of the art- 
forms that best evokes the landscapes 
and the spirit of that period of our his- 
tory. e 
